
Carnahan Offers Amendment to Head Start Legislation

    

Mr. Chairman, I yield myself such time as I may consume. 

  

I want to really thank Chairman Miller and Ranking Member McKeon for their leadership on this
bill under consideration today. The Improving Head Start Act of 2007 is a very good bill, and I
am pleased to be able to support it and be here today and speak on this amendment. 

  

I want to inquire first, before I got into the text of this, if there are any others that wanted to
speak on our side, having just gotten into the Chamber. If not, I will proceed. 

  

I am presenting this amendment to H.R. 1429 based on recommendations I received from my
district Head Start leaders to address the goal of maintaining quality in the Head Start program.
My amendment would allow for Head Start grantees to negotiate a funded enrollment level with
the HHS Secretary if funding for the program does not keep pace with inflation. 

  

Over the past 3 years, Head Start and Early Head Start have experienced an estimated 8
percent real decline, adjusted for inflation, in Federal funding from fiscal year 2002 through
fiscal year 2007. If this trend were to continue, the decline in funding would climb to 10 percent
for Head Start programs. If President Bush's budget were to become law, the Head Start
programs would suffer an 11 percent cut. 

  

This decline in funding has required already efficient Head Start agencies across the country to
tighten their belts even more. Sadly, local agencies are now forced to pass these cuts on to
quality staff. 

  

By default, agencies are unable to compete for the best and brightest of early childhood
educators, thus risking the quality of Head Start programs. Our local agencies are forced to
make the worst in managerial choices. As Chairman Miller and others have pointed out, we
must maintain and enhance both funding and quality. 

  

In my congressional district, I am proud to say that the four primary organizations responsible
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for administering Head Start services have successfully revitalized the program in the city of St.
Louis. From 2001 to 2003, the enrolled number of children grew from about 1,000 to a full
enrollment of 3,000 children. 

  

   Unfortunately, the compensation of St. Louis area Head Start staff has lagged behind the
salaries of those in comparable positions. After consulting with some of the brightest business
leaders in our area, our local agencies have taken extraordinary steps to conserve costs and
maximize efficiencies. Even with these steps, agencies are unable to keep staff compensation
in line with inflation increases both in wages and insurance costs. 

  

   Programs in St. Louis and across the country are at a serious risk of losing quality staff due to
this critical situation. In fact, many of you may have agencies within your districts that have
experienced worse cuts across their service lines. They have turned to cutting key staff,
reducing the number of weeks they operate in a year, and reducing the number of hours they
operate in a day just in order to adjust for financial constraints. We must ensure that the historic
quality and strength of Head Start is not placed in jeopardy. 

  

   Many of us know the vast evidence demonstrating the profound difference Head Start makes
both in the lives of children served and in our local communities. I know that has been talked
about at great length here in presenting this bill. 

  

   I just want to close and say, I think all of us would agree that Head Start programs should not
have the right to request reduced enrollment levels unless they have taken all appropriate steps
to achieve efficiency first. I want to clarify that my amendment gives HHS the discretion to
determine whether or not individual agencies have explored all possible solutions prior to
requesting reduced funded enrollment. The grantee must demonstrate that any reduction in
enrollment is necessary to maintain the quality of services. 

  

   I appreciate, again, all the efforts on this bill that have brought this forth in a bipartisan way,
and appreciate the amendment being considered. 
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